. This suggests that it may be useful to consider census participation in the context of other forms of civic and political participation to shed light both on census nonresponse and on other forms of participation in U.S. society.
residents (citizens and noncitizens alike) rather than a sample of persons.
During the past several years, a number of studies in the United States have pointed to declines in participation across a broad range of activities, from more traditional forms of political participation such as voting (e.g., Abramson & Aldrich, 1982; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993) to community and civic activities such as association membership, church attendance, and charitable giving (Knack, 1992; Putnam, 1995a; Uslaner, 1995) . To this list of activities can be added the decennial census. Mail return rates for the census declined from 78% in 1970 to 75% in 1980, then to 65% in 1990 (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1992) . This recent precipitous decline has led to a great deal of effort to understand the underlying causes of the low mail return rate (see, e.g., Edmonston & Schultze, 1995) .
A number of studies have found strong links between census return rates and electoral participation, whether measured at the individual or aggregate level (Keller, 1991; Knack, 1992; Mathiowetz, DeMaio, & Martin,1991 ) . This suggests that it may be useful to consider census participation in the context of other forms of civic and political participation to shed light both on census nonresponse and on other forms of participation in U.S. society.
Efforts to understand the causes of declining civic or political participation have focused on a variety of factors, including declining trust and increasing cynicism (e.g., Abramson, 1983; Miller & Borrelli, 1991) , increasing time pressures (see Uslaner, 1995) , the changing demographic character of U.S. society (e.g., Jennings & Markus, 1988 ; Kahn & Mason, 1987) , and declines in social capital and connectedness (e.g., Knack, 1992; Putnam, 1995a Putnam, , 1995b Uslaner, 1995) . However (Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993) . Political and social participation were also declining during this period (Abramson & Aldrich, 1982; Conway, 1991 Southwell, 1985) , alienation is hypothesized to affect reactions to requests/demands for participation in data collection efforts in a negative way.
In contrast to the view of attachment as a social psychological construct (see Seeman,1959) (Abramson, 1983; Herring, House, & Mero, 1991) and lower levels of political participation (Bennett & Bennett, 1986) have been found among racial and ethnic minority groups in the United States. The positive relationship between SES and participation has been demonstrated in a number of studies (see, e.g., Conway, 1991; Milbrath & Goel, 1977; Wolfinger & Rosenstone, 1980) . Like race and class, age has sometimes been posited as a structural variable leading to disengagement. Early theories of the disengagement of the elderly (Cumming, 1961; Gergen & Back, 1966) have received little empirical support (see Glenn, 1969; Glenn & Grimes, 1968) , although Abramson (1983) reported evidence of political efficacy declining with age. However, a counterhypothesis is that the elderly have a greater sense of civic duty and are more likely to perceive government as legitimate. Thus, lower levels of political participation observed among the elderly may be attributable to encroaching infirmities, overrepresentation of women and traditional gender roles, and the likelihood that older cohorts have less education and lower SES rather than higher levels of attitudinal alienation (see Bennett & Bennett, 1986; Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993) .
Finally, there may also be behavioral indicators of attachment. As noted above, levels of participation in national politics (e.g., voting) may reflect varying degrees of attachment to the polity. But alienation and disengagement are also believed to be associated with reduced social activity (Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993) . Those Chen, 1992; Nownes, 1992; Southwell, 1985) .
Another hypothesis prominently discussed after the disappointing mail return rate to the 1990 census was that of increased public concern about privacy and confidentiality issues (Fay, Bates, & Moore, 1991; Kulka, Holt, Carter, & Dowd, 1991 Singer, Mathiowetz, and Couper (1993) Putnam, 1995b; Schor, 1991; Uslaner, 1995) .
There are opportunity costs or burdens associated with completing the census form. These costs are affected both by the time available to household members for such activities and by the effort required to complete the form. Simply put, the census form should take longer to complete for larger households and for households containing unrelated individuals, and households consisting entirely of working adults should have less time available for completing the form. Furthermore, about one in every six households received the census &dquo;long form&dquo; containing additional questions. The Census Bureau estimates that completion of the short form would take 14 minutes on average, compared to an average of 45 minutes per household for the long form, an appreciable increase in burden.
In addition to the opportunity costs, there are also factors that affect the attention given to the census form within a household. Unlike other acts of civic obligation (such as voting or paying taxes), the responsibility for completing the census form is more diffuse: It is the household rather than the individual that is responsible for complying. The concept of a household is not clear for many people (see Gerber & Bates, 1994) . Thus, variations in mail-handling behaviors among households may differentially affect the likelihood of the census form being attended to (see Mathiowetz, Couper, & Singer, 1994 Couper, Mathiowetz, & Singer, 1995) .
CAPACITY AND ACCESS
Literacy is a necessary requirement for completing the census form, yet the question of literacy is rarely mentioned in the literature on mail surveys (see, e.g., Dillman, 1991) . A recent survey of adult literacy in the United States presents a bleak picture of respondents' abilities to comprehend and respond to written forms or questionnaires. The National Adult Literacy Survey (NALS) found that 21 % to 23% of U.S. adults (or some 40 to 44 million adults) performed at the lowest of five levels of literacy (Kirsch, Jungeblut, Jenkins, & Kostad, 1993, p. 
xiv).
The concern about literacy is heightened when considering the decennial census form. Lessler and Holt (1987) use the notion of forms literacy to emphasize the complexity of the decennial census form (see also Christoffersen, 1987; Rothwell, 1985) . In addition to problems understanding specific words or phrases, those low on forms literacy had difficulty understanding the structure of the form.
Education is a common variable in studies of political participation and is often used as a proxy for political knowledge and/or interest. Here, we use education more specifically as a proxy for literacy, for example, as a factor constraining or facilitating the ability to comprehend and complete the census form.
The final constraint we consider is the issue of access. For a household to complete the census form, the household must have received it. Rather than using a self-report measure of nonreceipt of the form (because of its susceptibility to post hoc justifications for nonreturn), we note that mail delivery problems appeared to be associated with certain types of address (see, e.g., Childers, 1993 households, whereas the 74% is based on households targeted for mail return.
